To the Nadir and Back: The Executive Branch of the Royal Navy 1918-1939 by Farquharson-Roberts, Michael Atholl
 1 
TO THE NADIR AND BACK: THE EXECUTIVE BRANCH OF THE 
ROYAL NAVY 1918-1939.  
 
Volume 1 of 2. 
 
Submitted by Michael Atholl FARQUHARSON-ROBERTS MA(Lond) MB BS 
FRCS (Eng) to the University of Exeter for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in 
Maritime History October 2012. 
 
This thesis is available for Library use on the understanding that it is copyright 
material and that no quotation may be published without proper 
acknowledgement. 
 
I certify that all material in this thesis which is not my own work has been 
identified and that no material has previously been submitted and approved for 
the award of a degree by this or any other University 
 
Signed: 
 
 2 
This thesis is dedicated to Miss Macaulay, an inspirational 
teacher and head of history at Dorking County Grammar 
School. When I gave up the study of history to pursue a 
medical career, she told me that she ‘could have made a 
historian’ of me. 
 
 
I could not have completed this thesis without the help, direction and guidance of my 
supervisor, Dr Michael Duffy and my tutor Dr Maria Fusaro. Dr Duffy in particular has 
always had a very gentle, but firm hand on the tiller; he has been a truly outstanding 
pilot and helmsman. I am also extremely grateful for the assistance of Dr Trevor Preist, 
Dr Alan Wall and Dr Shaun Kilminster for specialist advice on physics, navigation and 
statistics respectively.  
 
I also thank for their unstinting support and assistance the various and many librarians I 
have consulted. In particular, Miss Jenny Wraight and the other staff of the Admiralty 
Historical Branch and Library, but also all the staff at the National Archive; between 
them they epitomise what public service should be. Other libraries I have consulted less, 
but they have been equally helpful, including the Exeter University library, the Bodleian 
library, the library of the House of Lords, those of the Royal College of Defence 
Studies, of the Royal United Services Institute, of Britannia Royal Naval College, of the 
Institute of Naval Medicine, of the National Army Museum and of the Naval and 
Military Club. Lastly, without the then Second Sea Lord, Vice Admiral Sir Adrian 
Johns granting access to personnel records and the support of his staff and that of the 
records holders at the TNT depot at Swadlincote, this thesis could not have even started. 
 
Finally, and by no means least, this thesis could not have been undertaken without the 
long suffering support of my wife, Jeannie. She married me for better or for worse, and 
during the writing of this thesis has had to put up with me for lunch rather more often 
than she had bargained for when she married a naval orthopaedic surgeon.  
 3 
ABSTRACT 
 
The Royal Navy, and especially its leadership, is perceived to have performed poorly in 
the First World War and its officers have been described as being automatons who only 
came alive when directed by superiors. By contrast in the Second World War the Royal 
Navy and its officers are seen as having ‘done well,’ displaying both flair and initiative. 
There does not appear to have been any attempts made to look in any detail at what, if 
anything, changed in the twenty years between the wars to explain the perceived 
improvement. This thesis critically examines the executive branch of the Royal Navy, 
and contends that the navy continually adapted and modified the training of its officers 
to meet whatever was required of them; when they were required to passively obey 
orders as in the Grand Fleet of the First World War, they had been trained for that 
eventuality, when to show initiative likewise.  
 
During the 1920s the officer corps was mismanaged and morale and motivation 
suffered badly. The influence of the Admiralty civil service, the repository of 
institutional memory, which managed junior officers’ careers, was conservative and 
resistant to change. Changes in training both before and after the mutiny at Invergordon 
(September 1931) brought the officer corps up to date and set it on track for its 
outstanding performance in the next war, in particular recognising that leadership was 
not an innate class based ability, but had to be taught and developed. However, the navy 
had since the latter part of the nineteenth century changed the emphasis of officer’s 
career paths; specialist training was seen as the ‘route to the top’ and command was 
downgraded as a necessary part of an officer’s career development. It was only during 
the latter part of Second World War that having exercised command at sea was 
recognised as being an important part of an officer’s experience.  
 
The thesis also addresses the ‘RNVR myth’. that the Royal Navy was only able 
to prosecute the Second World War successfully because of an influx of well educated 
temporary officers and that they were the major driving force.  
 
This thesis has been largely based on primary sources, including personnel 
records which have not been studied before and have been examined in such a way as to 
allow statistical analysis. 
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